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Abstract
The article contextualizes the traveled skeptical evaluation of
diversity as a ‘non-performative’ (Ahmed) in German Gender
Studies and Diversity Studies debates. The text analyses and
highlights performative effects of a ‘narrative of overcoming’
according to which a multidimensional and non-hierarchic
notion of diversity supersedes and replaces the critical concepts
of gender and difference.
Introduction
Diversity, though deemed a concept that aims for social justice,
has been called out for its lack of critical potential. Sara Ahmed
has prominently shown how declaring a commitment to
diversity as an institutional speech act is a “non-performative”
(Ahmed, 2012, p.116): it is a speech act that does not ‘do as it
says’. Thus, “the names come to stand in for the effects”
(Ahmed, 2012, p.117). Similarly, Angela Davis states in her
inaugural lecture at the Cornelia Goethe Center for Women’s
and Gender Studies in Frankfurt, Germany, in December 2013

1

I wish to thank the two anonymous reviewers for engaging with this
contribution and offering many truly helpful comments.
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that diversity in United States corporate as well as higher
education contexts has come to stand for “a difference that
makes no difference” (Davis, 2013). There seems to be a
difference between what diversity is meant to mean, is meant to
bring about, and what it actually brings about or has come to
mean.
The skeptical evaluations of the (lack of) effects of
diversity as a term for social justice that is fighting racialized
discrimination and exclusion have traveled across geo-political
contexts. While they certainly resonate with many other
contexts, they are nevertheless also context-specific: Sara
Ahmed’s analysis outlines the critical potential of Whiteness
Studies and antiracist commitment with regard to statements,
academic literature, and actions in Australia, the United
Kingdom, and the United States of America (Ahmed, 2004).
Her further elaborations on ‘saying diversity’ as a nonperformative speech act are based on research in the field of
institutional diversity work in higher education in the UK and
Australia (Ahmed, 2012). Angela Davis’ statement in her
lecture referred to equality politics in the USA. While these
contexts have come to be of global relevance more so than
many others, they nonetheless show specificity; the knowledges
produced with regard to these contexts emerge together with
the specific geo-political, social, institutional, and
epistemological environments with which they engage; they
come from somewhere, they “have a country” (Rich, 1985, p.
8).
This is not to say that they are irrelevant for other
contexts. But when aiming for “politics of location” (Rich,
1985, p. 11) the specificities of the context of emergence and of
travel need to be given some thought. For the German context it
is necessary to reflect on the implications of a traveled concept
or theory (Bal, 2002; Said, 1983) of diversity, which is often
introduced as an English word into a German-speaking setting.
Furthermore, the applicability of a traveled critique of this
concept, e.g. as a non-performative and a difference that makes

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

129

no difference needs to be considered. Additionally, both the
affirmative reception of diversity terminology and its critical
debating in Germany are seeping into other fields than that of
equality politics and a more equal Human Resource
Management. So, the travels of diversity also cross the
boundaries of disciplines and fields of application. 2 The
challenges faced by critics engaging with the concept of
diversity in the German context are twofold: firstly, it is
necessary to evaluate for the context of diversity politics and
measures that intend to increase equality in which ways
diversity may have brought the tendency not to ‘say as it does’
along with it and to point out where and when it is used as mere
lip-service also in Germany. Secondly, it is necessary to focus
on the specific effects that the introduction of the term diversity
into a German setting brings about beyond not saying as it
does, and to focus on the performativity of ‘saying diversity’
also beyond the context of equality politics. This contribution
focuses on the latter task – which by no means implies that the
former is not just as urgent.
Insisting that shifts in meaning brought about by the
language of diversity do make differences, this paper examines
in what way the practices of ‘saying diversity’ are involved in
constituting a specific field of knowledge about diversity. The
notion of performativity used here is leaning towards Judith
Butler’s and Michel Foucault’s reading of discursive practice as
proliferative. Butler’s notion of performativity as “the
reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces
the effect that it names” (Butler, 1993, p. 2) and Foucault’s
statement that discursive practices “systematically form the
objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p. 49) share that
discourse produces, discourse forms what can be said and
thought, and it is contradictory and proliferating. That is to say,

2

For an overview of the many meanings of a concept of diversity beyond
the management of diversity in social sciences, cultural studies, and
educational sciences, see e.g. Salzbrunn, 2014 and Walgenbach, 2014.
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the “effect that it names” and “the objects of which they speak”
are not fixed but constantly on the move.3
My contribution focuses on the performative effects of
academic storytelling practices (Haraway, 1989) with regard to
diversity terminology in texts leaning towards diversity. I thus
read narrative as one particular form of engagement in the
formation of a discourse. In the stories told, statements about
diversity’s closeness or distance to concepts of gender on the
one hand, and concepts of difference on the other will be
highlighted. The latter two concepts seem to be chosen in order
to negotiate the meaning of diversity, both in continuity with
the field of Gender Studies, and also as markers of the
differentiation of diversity from Gender Studies concepts. 4
These stories are seen as productive with regard to constituting
and shaping a field of knowledge; they render certain
knowledges acceptable and convincing and others problematic
and limited.
After addressing the context of the discussion of
diversity terminology in Germany, two central related storylines will be highlighted below: first, a narrative of overcoming
that has diversity emerging as the more ‘up to date’ term that
replaces ‘older’ feminist terms and Gender Studies knowledge;
second, an assertion of an all-encompassing non-hierarchic
concept of diversity that supersedes a binary logic of
difference. These stories point at the problem of scholarly
knowledge-making through overcoming and replacement, that
is by way of casting away the old in order to install the new.
This specific version of performativity ‘wants’ something else than the
notion of (non-)performativity enacted in Ahmed’s engagement (Ahmed,
2004, p.50; Ahmed, 2012, pp.116ff.). Highlighting a contradictory discourse
on diversity rather than evaluating the effects of the language of diversity in
concrete equality politics necessitates another notion of performativity.
4
In “Against Proper Objects. Introduction” (Butler, 1994) Judith Butler
shows how the new field of Lesbian and Gay Studies is similarly defined by
way of focusing on certain concepts (sexuality, gender), which guarantee
both continuity with Women’s Studies, and difference from Women’s
Studies (Butler, 1994, p.2f.)
3
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Furthermore, they allow problematizing the specific knowledge
that the examined diversity discourse constitutes.
Diversity Stories at Work
After the explicit appearance of the term diversity in Germany,
a lot of output from the emerging field of Diversity Studies has
been almost naïvely affirmative, more or less denying or
downplaying all possible problematic effects of diversity
terminology or diversity measurements while highlighting the
potentials both for research and for increasing equal
opportunity (especially Krell et al., 2007). Though claiming a
strong tie between diversity and antidiscrimination work, the
most visible contributions came from the field of Human
Resource Management and they show a striking absence of
references to earlier German feminist, queer, and antiracist
activism and scholarly work, and particularly to contributions
from People of Color and Black or Afro-German authors.5 At
the other end of the spectrum, the concept of diversity, or a
“diversity dispositif” (Knapp, 2005), has been quickly rejected
by Gender Studies and feminist scholars based on its supposed
profit-orientation, its reification of differences, and its
neoliberal individualization of inequality (e.g. Knapp, 2005;
Wetterer, 2002). Human Resource Management was not
deemed a ‘proper origin’ for critical feminist thinking, and
contributions from this field were received with suspicion
5

The term People of Color is increasingly being used among activists and
critical scholars in Germany as a political self-description for people who
are subjected to racialization and exclusion by a dominant structure of
whiteness in multiple different, at times contradictory ways (e.g. Ha, 2013).
Identifications as Black German or Afro-German (Schwarze Deutsche or
Afro-Deutsche, see e.g. Oguntoye, Opitz & Schultz, 1992) undermine the
hegemonic racist imagination of German-ness as essentially white and as an
identity that presumably cannot be acquired but has to be achieved by
descent. ‘Black’ will be capitalized in order to highlight that it is meant to
address a political self-identification rather than a biological categorization.
For the role of Black women’s and lesbian’s activism for the Black
movement in Germany, see e.g. Eggers 2010. For a collection of German
contributions to Critical Whiteness Studies, see e.g. Eggers, Kilomba,
Piesche & Arndt 2005.
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(Putschert, 2007). The increasing popularity of diversity
terminology was noted with worries about its future place in the
academe that threatened to render Gender Studies and gender
equality measurements obsolete, when this wide new umbrella
term called diversity could, perhaps, house questions of gender
alongside all other categorizations of difference. Against this
competitive background, it seems that there was not much
space left for a critical curiosity about the contradictory effects
of diversity discourse in Germany.
Though the concept of diversity has increasingly been
discussed (both in a problematizing as well as a partially
affirmative manner) in connection with queer-feminist Gender
Studies, intersectionality, postcoloniality and decolonization
(e.g. Smykalla & Vinz, 2011; Dhawan & Castro Varela, 2011;
Engel, 2013), the tensions in the relation between gender and
diversity are still far from resolved. The debates are
characterized by contradiction and conflicts among activists
and scholars; conflicts about who gets to define the scope of
Gender Studies, who gets to represent a field, who is
structurally excluded by institutional whiteness6 in teaching and
hiring practices, whose visibility is erased in publications etc.
In the context of German academic research, both the
concept of intersectionality and of diversity threaten to become
a buzzing thing that white scholars can discuss to reform their
teaching and researching agenda, without these engagements
necessarily showing any effects in terms of changing the
distribution of power in the academe (Gutiérrez-Rodríguéz,
2011). It has been noted with regard to intersectionality that
German scholars may erase Black feminist work in their
contributions; they manage to write about intersectionality
without ever mentioning the work of Black feminist scholars,
or suggest versions of intersectionality without mentioning
racism or structural whiteness (Bilge, 2013; Chebout, 2011).
6

I put whiteness in italics to mark the term as referring to a structural
distribution of power.
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The dominance of white German voices from the field of
Human Resource Management in what claims to be Diversity
Studies mirrors this phenomenon. The texts I am critically
discussing in this paper in turn mirror and repeat this claim for
dominance – an unfortunate effect of exposing the ways in
which they work.
In the face of the complicated context that I can only
hint at here, it is necessary to consider that it is not so clear
what is actually being said and what may be promised in the
German context, when ‘diversity’ is being said. Whereas in the
US and UK contexts, it seems that ‘diversity’ cannot really be
said without thinking ‘antiracism,’ in Germany it happens quite
frequently that examples for successful diversity work are
given that do not address racialized discrimination and
exclusion at all. In Germany, then, it is quite possible to ‘say
diversity,’ without ever mentioning ‘race’. Thus ‘saying
diversity’ can even erase the struggles against racialized
discrimination and systematic exclusion of racialized ‘others,’
rather than strengthen them (see also Thompson & Zablotzky in
this volume). Analyzing what it is that is said or done when
‘saying diversity’ is a necessary component of any evaluation
of diversity’s effects.
In this vein, the following two sections show in what
way stories told in academic texts are involved in rendering a
specific reading of diversity plausible and self-evident. The
given readings de-familiarize the acceptability of the offered
positions and allow thinking about diversity stories as
performative, as constituting diversity as a specific field of
knowledge, and as claiming disciplinary and conceptual space
in a particular way. Thinking about these claims as claims will
allow for the contestation of their legitimacy.
The readings below are based on detailed text analyses
undertaken during my PhD-research on the emerging discourse
on diversity in Germany (Marten, 2014; Marten, forthcoming).
Against the backdrop of a Foucaultian notion of critique and
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genealogy (Foucault, 1997, 1984), text examples are analyzed
with regard to the role of narrative (Bal, 2009; White, 1981) in
negotiating the critical potential of diversity terminology and
the relationship between diversity and gender, and diversity and
difference. The persuasiveness of the matter-of-fact stories is
thus put into question and their effects can be better
problematized. The text examples (Krell, 2009; Krell et al.,
2007; Sieben & Bornheim, 2011; Smykalla & Vinz, 2011; Vinz
& Schiederig, 2010) affirmatively express support for diversity
terminology and for Diversity Studies as a promising new
disciplinary space.7 The relationship between diversity, gender,
and difference is negotiated by way of identifying (either
shared or divergent) historical origins8 and trajectories for the
respective concepts.9
Diversity as the Modernizer of Gender
The text examples propagate the institutionalization of
Diversity Studies, and/or a concept of diversity as a central
category for analysis. Distance and proximity between gender

In this paper, I am focusing on only ‘one side of the story’. The particular
depiction of the relation between diversity and gender given in the here
discussed examples was strongly rejected, especially from the perspective of
feminist theory, see e.g. Knapp, 2005; Purtschert, 2007; Wetterer, 2002. In
my dissertation, the ways in which diversity is critically debated are
foregrounded (Marten 2014; Marten, forthcoming). In this contribution, the
things that are possibly ‘done’ when ‘saying diversity’ affirmatively were of
higher concern.
8
The word origin is put in italics to highlight that it is the very notion of an
origin, of un-equivocally identifiable origins for present concepts or
phenomena, and the assumption of their subsequent continuous progressive
movement through time, that is put into question in a Foucaultian
perspective of genealogy that follows Nietzsche’s notions of descent and
emergence (Foucault, 1984, pp.80ff.).
9
The texts are utilized as cases with which I can illustrate a problem to
think with. As cases, they relate to the discursive fields in which they are
written and read, but they do not represent a field, nor is it my intention to
prove to what degree they may stand for a dominant perspective, nor have I
collected quantitative data on whether they represent a character of debate
that is specific to the time-span of publication.
7
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and diversity10 are negotiated by way of a contradictory play
between continuity and discontinuity. Nevertheless, recurring
story-lines can be highlighted. I use ‘story-line’ where Mieke
Bal uses “fabula” as “a series of logically and chronologically
related events that are caused and experienced by actors.” (Bal,
2009, p. 5) The analysis below does not aim to speculate about
possible intentions of authors, but focuses on processes of
stabilization and producing acceptability of fact-like knowledge
by way of narrative passages, which work towards the
plausibilization of (located, particular) perspectives as common
sense (White, 1981, pp. 3).
In the text examples diversity and gender are portrayed
on the level of description as belonging to a shared conceptual
space and as sharing similar interests. A “functional marriage”
(Krell, 2009, p. 33) is suggested between diversity and gender,
because both approaches are seen to share interests and
concepts, while they only differ with regard to the concrete
measures. Metaphors of a mutual opening of doors or of
offering tailwind for one another are used to describe the
character of the relationship between diversity and gender
(Krell et al., 2007, p.12; Krell, 2009, p. 141; Vinz &
Schiederig, 2010, p. 32). According to Bal, metaphors and
substantives can be read as mini-narratives (Bal, 2009, pp. 35,
pp. 158). The mentioned metaphors tell stories about
potentially helping one another into a space that is otherwise
locked, about helping each other across a threshold, assuming a

10

The exact meanings of the terms diversity and gender remain blurry in the
text examples: they can refer to concepts and categories of knowledge, to
analytical categories for sociological research, and to strategies and
measurements for the increase of equal opportunity or the reduction of
discrimination and inequality. I will not resolve this lack of precision,
because it does not, or at least not only, lead to a miscommunication, but
seems rather productive with regard to the emergence of a convincing story
about, and a discursive field around the concept of diversity.
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realm of shared precariousness and marginality on the same
side of the threshold.
A common historically grown commitment to
antidiscrimination is mentioned as the ground for similar
interests (Sieben & Bornheim, 2011, p. 96; Vinz & Schiederig,
2010, p. 26). Diversity is here often introduced as a direct
offspring of the US civil rights movement and as the
continuation of affirmative action measures (Sieben &
Bornheim, 2011, p. 96; Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 26).
Critical viewpoints about the introduction of diversity
terminology in the US context (e.g. Edelman et al., 2001) are
being omitted in these statements about the supposed origin of
diversity in the struggles against discrimination. Contradictions
are thus erased in the narrative assertion of a shared interest
between gender and diversity.
Finally, diversity is brought into conceptual contact with
the proliferation and multiplication of the scope of gender in
queer-feminist Women’s and Gender Studies, and also with the
reflections on interlocking systems of oppression and a
multiplication of axes of difference that are considered relevant
in intersectional approaches (Krell et al., 2007, pp. 8, pp. 12;
Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 20). This closeness is generally
merely asserted and claimed as the background for another
argument, rather than elaborated on, or argued for itself. It thus
emerges as an accepted fact, not as a contestable reading.
These declarations of commonality between diversity and
gender will now be contrasted with a narrative about the
overcoming and replacement of the old (gender) by the new
(diversity). In an introductory text on gender and diversity Vinz
and Schiederig (2010) give a short historical narration. This
narration deals with the “struggle for women’s rights” (p. 19) at
the beginning of a subchapter on gender in the style of giving
relevant background knowledge and facts. This style of giving
the ‘background facts’ is achieved by way of giving
information without discernible perspective of a narrator, by
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referring to ‘history’ as a frame of reference, and by leaving out
explanations on the methods with which the given knowledge
was produced (Bal, 2009, pp.26, White, 1981, pp. 3; see also
Haraway’s “god trick” (Haraway, 1988, p. 582). The following
account of the struggle for women’s rights is given:
Already in the 18th century the first women’s movement
formed, which demanded the introduction of the right to
vote also for women. [...] In the late 1960s the second
women’s movement began. The third women’s
movement formed in the 1990s. (Vinz & Schiederig,
2010, pp.19; my translation)
This embedded historical retroversion into the past of gender
can be read as the background against which the primary story
about gender and diversity takes place in the text (Bal, 2009,
pp. 58, p. 82). The women’s movement and the question of
gender are presented as historical matters, as things that have
passed, that are of the past. The movements of the past and
their concepts seem to only prepare the subsequent passages on
diversity in the text. The style of historically correct reporting
allows little doubt about that which is reported on. A
contradictory field is here being portrayed as an orderly series
of clearly identifiable waves or phases that the women’s
movements stand for. Even though this particular way of
narrating identity and continuity is very common, presenting
the series of phases of the German women’s movements as a
linear progression nonetheless covers over and obscures the
multiplicity of the debates that took place in any one of these
phases.
The passage about the women’s movements is
positioned in an introductory subchapter on the concept of
gender before the primary story arrives at the central
subchapters on the concept of diversity. The section on
diversity begins with the sentence: “The concept of diversity
encompasses additional dimensions of difference besides
gender” (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 26; my translation).
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Diversity is here posited as conceptually broader than gender,
as encompassing more differences. Diversity then seems to be
more than gender can be. This notion of gender as “only
gender” and diversity as multidimensional is prepared in the
fragment about the women’s movements and given the
appearance of facticity. This is accomplished by way of a
narrative strategy, which Clare Hemmings called “glossing”
(Hemmings, 2011, p. 39). The brief passage on the women’s
movements reduces the multiplicity and the contradictions in
the (many, not always harmoniously united) women’s
movements by way of condensing long periods of time into
tell-able phases of one-and-the-same movement. These phases
in turn are assigned an identity – in this case, unsurprisingly,
there are three phases of women’s movements, which are
assigned one central problem or concept each. The text
proceeds:
With the three waves of the women’s movement three
different theoretical approaches are connected. Whereas
the first wave focused on equal rights for women, the
second wave supported a “difference feminism,” which
assumed differences between women and men and
demanded the advancement of women. [...] The
feminist Women’s Studies were criticized for
generalizing the experience of white middle class
women and for neglecting the differences among the
group of women (class, ethnicity, age). The third wave
tries to do justice to this critique and by and large
supports a deconstructive approach, which regards
gender as a social construction and accordingly
demands a consideration of gender-specific problems in
all measures. (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 20; my
translation)
Three waves are described following three different angles:
equality, difference, deconstruction (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010,
pp. 19). It is noteworthy that in the third wave the demands for
recognition of differences among women (here: class, ethnicity,
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age) that should be considered in feminist Women’s Studies
merges with deconstruction. Conflicts between the mentioned
demands for recognition and the practice of deconstruction are
made invisible. The critics who demand the consideration of
other grammars of difference remain implicit in the passive
voice; they do not appear as subjects, and their criticism is
merely the motor for a reformed third wave of feminism; their
criticism is narratively eaten up by an ever-evolving chain of
women’s movements. Clare Hemmings describes similarly how
Black feminist work has been integrated and reduced to merely
a catalyzing phase that improves Western post-structuralist
feminism in Western feminist texts (Hemmings, 2011, pp. 40).
The quoted passage additionally does not differentiate between
deconstruction and social construction. Despite ample lack of
clarity, the absence of the narrative perspective from which
these statements are made has them appear as historical facts
that seemingly speak for themselves (White, 1981, p. 3).
The narration of a chronological sequence of
identifiable phases of the development of the women’s
movement is connected with a logic of causality: The phases of
the women’s movement are explained as resulting from their
historical circumstances, their contexts, which led to a specific
focus in the respective waves. The historical contexts, that is to
say ‘the facts,’ seem to demand these particular developments
of movements and their concepts. It is the critique of the second
wave that is the motor of change, which led to the specific
formation of the third wave. The replacement of an older phase
by a new phase is thus portrayed as necessary and coherent.
The embedded story about history connects with the
primary argument of the text. The description of the third wave
of the women’s movement draws on the criticism of white and
middle class positions and the resulting multiplication of
grammars of difference in the concept of gender, as was and is
discussed in connection with the notion of intersectionality or
interdependency elsewhere (e.g. Walgenbach, 2012). In the text
example this potential complexity is depicted as resulting in
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a deconstructive approach, which regards gender as a
social construction and accordingly demands a
consideration of gender-specific problems in all
measures. (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 20; my
translation)
The concept of gender appears as “a social construction” by
way of the “glossing” of the third phase that simplifies the
above-mentioned ongoing complicated debates within Gender
Studies about the interdependent character of categorizations of
difference. This narrow concept of gender, then, in fact
encompasses less than the concept of diversity, which is
characterized as multidimensional in the text. The evaluation of
the concepts’ usefulness with regard to a characterization of the
current society as multiple and diverse anticipates the
overcoming of (this particular notion of) gender already in the
catchy opening phrase of the text-example: “Diversity is
growing in our society” (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 13).
Diversity is suggested as the tool with which the complexity of
current increasingly heterogeneous societies can be better
analyzed, while gender seems to only capture one of the many
relevant differences. In sum, parallel to the asserted common
grounds between gender and diversity the text tells a story
about the necessary overcoming and replacement of a dated
concept of gender by the more up to date concept of diversity.
This narrative of overcoming rests on a linear-chronological
and causal image of time and progress. This notion of time
and/as progress in turn operates through reductive identification
of unequivocal generations of concepts.
The Narrative Disappearance of Hierarchies
The distinctions between diversity and gender in the diversity
texts at hand connect with a narration on diversity and
difference. In the texts in question, the term diversity is used in
connection with positive connotations, with enriching variation
and multiplicity, described with words that sound ‘nice’. Krell
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et al. (2007) explain the meaning of diversity with these
synonyms:
Diversity – respectively in German plurality, diversity,
the manifold or similar .... (Krell et al., 2007, p. 8; my
translation)
Vinz and Schiederig similarly define diversity as more than a
mere description of phenomena of difference. Diversity, to
them, is a concept with a positive, affirmative character that
adds appreciation to description:
the concept of diversity, exceeding the mere description
of heterogeneity and difference, carries a positive
connotation of enrichment, of more options and choices,
of lively diversity as opposed to the monotony of
homogeneity. (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 26; my
translation)
The concept of diversity captures differences and similarities
(Krell & Sieben, 2010, p.50), that is to say that assessing
diversity is not only about the harsh opposites, about that which
separates irreconcilably, but also about that which connects
people across/through their differences. In accordance with
such a dynamic notion of difference, authors describe identities
as shifting and multiple (Krell & Sieben, 2010, p. 50; Krell et
al., 2007, p. 10).
This notion of a multiplicity of diverse locations is
posited in a conceptual conflict or tension with the concept of
difference, which here boils down to the hierarchic character of
difference. Diversity, in similarity to a “democratic concept of
difference” (Krell, 2009, p. 140), is said to be striving to
overcome hierarchic difference. Smykalla and Vinz similarly
refer to the notion of diversity as striving for a horizontal
approach in antidiscrimination politics assuming a “nonhierarchic-diversity” (Smykalla & Vinz, 2011, p. 11). Vinz and
Schiederig stress that it is possible and desirable for diversity
concepts to
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think diversity in such a manner, so that it questions the
binary logic of differentiation and opens itself for a
multiple understanding of identity (Vinz & Schiederig,
2010, p. 31; my translation).
The text examples not only question or problematize a
binary logic of differentiation, though. Rather, they tell a story
about diversity and difference that identifies the concept of
difference with the troublesome hierarchic binary logic of
differentiation. Whereas diversity is connected with plurality
and an affirmative character of appreciation, difference is
generally introduced as synonymous with alterity, with a
distance from a normative identity, or with constructions of
‘otherness’. Krell et al. accordingly group the concept of
difference together with terms that all describe ‘otherness’:
Aside of difference, the terms alterity, otherness,
foreignness/strangeness (Fremdheit) ... and similar
also are to be mentioned here. (Krell et al., 2007, p. 8;
my translation)
Similarly, Vinz and Schiederig introduce the concept of
difference as referring to the process of ‘othering’ and to binary
hierarchic classifications embedded in relations of power (Vinz
& Schiederig, 2010, pp. 29). By way of framing diversity as
positive and as valuing differences, and by equating the concept
of difference with the negative result of relations of power and
‘othering,’ the following statement can be made in their text:
How can diversity be thought, without increasing
difference? (Vinz & Schiederig, 2010, p. 30; my
translation)
This statement carries a message on two levels: on the
level of difference and diversity as concepts and approaches to
analyze, describe and criticize society as structured through
differentiation on the one hand, and on the level of difference
and diversity as stand-ins for the actual ‘social reality’ on the
other. While diversity becomes a stand-in for appreciated,
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celebrated differences, difference is portrayed as a concept that
not only focuses on analyzing the problems caused by
hierarchic processes of ‘othering,’ but simultaneously stands
for the ‘real’ social differences that are hierarchically ordered.
The problematic hierarchic character of differences should,
according to the quote, not be increased, and should not be
called into being, when thinking ‘diversity’. The juxtaposition
of appreciated diversity with problematic difference connotes
the notion of difference with an ‘otherness’ that causes
problems, that crosses the lines of tolerance, and that, perhaps,
according to the quoted passage should also not be increased?
Reversely, the normative and affirmative approach that the
concept of diversity follows comes to ‘be’ a diverse world of
happy multiplicity: what diversity wants to achieve already
seems to be assumed as a given by way of using the right
concept to look at the world. This dynamic in diversity
discourse clearly connects with Ahmed’s diagnosis of diversity
as a non-performative with regard to diversity politics in higher
education. But here it is taken from the context of managing
diversity to the level of imagining and analyzing social
relations.
The positing of diversity as non-hierarchic-diversity in
opposition to difference as only addressing and reifying
hierarchic axes of exclusion resonates with the developmental
narrative I have described above with regard to gender:
diversity is articulated as the more advanced concept for the
current tasks in a multiple and flexible globalized world, where
in/exclusions seem to happen in a much more complicated way
than the old imagination of the binary would allow to grasp.
This version of the story about diversity overcoming an older
concept, a binary concept of difference, is, again, based on a
reductive conceptual identification of difference with one
particular very limiting notion of difference. And the
identification of difference as only a ‘binary-hierarchic
difference’ is in turn connected with a temporal phase, which is
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(necessarily) over: the days of the binary as an explanatory
model are numbered.
The proposed appreciation of diversity as the horizontal
embrace of all sorts of differences seems infinite and
differences seem valuable for no specific reason; they are
valuable because they ‘are’. Despite the suggested infinity of
diversity’s inclusiveness, the analyzed texts themselves
introduce limits to how far the appreciation and embrace of
diversity can go:
Here [regarding the productive processing of diversity;
E.M.] it is always also relevant to ask which degree of
difference is still legitimate for society, and where and
by whom the boundaries are being drawn. (Vinz &
Schiederig, 2010, p. 26; my emphasis)
“Unterschiedlichkeit” is being used in this passage, rather than
“Vielfalt”, therefore I have translated it as “difference” – a
move which of course is productive with regard to making my
point more plausible. This quote then suggests that diversity,
when it becomes difference, can exceed the legitimate range of
acceptability in a society. It can seemingly be ‘enough’ and it
can be ‘too much to take’. The question in the passage does not
seem to be so much about whether boundaries of legitimacy are
to be set, but where they are to be set. Thus it is rendered
legitimate that there is illegitimate difference, if by degree or
kind, that exceeds that which a society can be asked to tolerate.
Instead of buying into the happy tale according to which
an appreciative version of diversity has indeed overcome the
marking and exclusion of unwanted differences, it seems more
plausible that appreciated diversity rests on an implicit
(constitutive?) outside: intolerable unwanted differences, nonvalued differences, differences that are construed as harmful or
unproductive. Davina Cooper (2004) has shown for the context
of the UK that the valued forms of diversity emerge against the
background of de-valued differences connoted with social
harm. Thomas Hylland Eriksen (2006) has argued for the
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Norwegian context that appreciated diversity is necessarily
accompanied by its ‘other’: the unwanted differences of those
who seem to refuse Western, neoliberal values of tolerance,
fragmentation and flexibility. Sara Ahmed (2012) writes about
the celebration of ‘digestible’ diversity that brings about the
specter of an indigestible difference as its ‘other’. A similar
skepticism has been discussed in Germany predominantly with
regard to Diversity Management. Diversity Management
measures have been criticized for necessarily selecting
productive, valuable difference in order to meet their ultima
ratio: profitability (Meuser, 2013; Purtschert, 2007). Thus, they
cannot prioritize social justice (which may not come as such a
great surprise), but only integrate and value certain ‘others,’ as
long as their integration increases the creativity and optimizes
the performance of businesses (ibid.).
This suspicion towards an overall inclusive impetus of
the language of diversity must be extended and addressed also
to a concept of diversity as is suggested for critical research and
for diversity strategies beyond the business-case of Diversity
Management. The notion of affirmative and appreciative
diversity itself always already carries the question of value:
which differences are welcomed, appreciated and valued in
what contexts, to what degree with what effects? What is
deemed tolerable, what is ‘across the lines,’ and who is it that
gets to draw the lines? In order to ask these questions it is
helpful not to do away with the concept of difference
altogether, but to be able to return to the different conceptual
levels that can be addressed with it, among which are the
questions of (binary and not so binary) hierarchies.
Conclusion
The given analyses show how the stories told in German
academic texts affirming (a certain kind of) diversity
terminology convince by way of telling a narrative of
overcoming that installs diversity as the modernizer of (a
certain notion of) gender and difference. De-familiarizing the
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common sense mobilized in the plausible stories told in the text
examples allows questioning the ‘facts’ presented as ‘facts,’
and as the foundation of the arguments given.
With regard to the German context, many questions
about the effects of diversity discourse have not yet been asked,
much less answered. The analysis offered in this paper suggests
that ‘saying diversity’ beyond the context of diversity politics
and equality measurements produces effects, yet not necessarily
in the ways it was perhaps intended to. The stories told about
diversity are productive and performative in the sense of
constituting a field of knowledge about diversity in a particular
way. Looking at them as claims and as discursive interventions
that speak from somewhere, that “have a country” (Rich, 1985,
p. 8), allows contesting their generalizing scope.
The necessary wariness of diversity as a possible, or
perhaps even likely, non-performative with regard to
institutional equality politics should not invite German critical
scholars to overlook the complicated setting in which diversity
‘lands,’ and the contradictory effects that it produces:
imaginations of diversity as well as concepts for a critical
analysis of social phenomena matter; they bring about effects,
and they make differences. Looking at the performative effects
of diversity as proliferative of course also implies that it is on
the move, that its meaning can be contested and struggled over,
and that other stories can be told. What diversity can ‘be’ or
‘do’ in the future cannot yet be said, but, perhaps, it can be cocreated in a critical debate characterized by curiosity for
contradiction, and in the telling of many different stories.

References
Ahmed, S. (2004). Declarations of whiteness. The nonperformativity of anti-racism. Borderlands, 3(2).
http://www.borderlands.net.au/vol3no2_2004/ahmed
_declarations.htm (last accessed 12/18/2015).

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

147

Ahmed, S. (2012). On being included. Racism and diversity
in institutional life. Durham/London: Duke
University Press.
Bal, M. (2002). Travelling concepts in the humanities. A
rough guide. Toronto/Buffalo/London: University of
Toronto Press.
Bal, M. (2009). Narratology. Introduction to the theory of
Narrative (3rd ed.). Toronto/Buffalo/London:
University of Toronto Press.
Bilge,

S. (2013). Intersectionality undone. Saving
intersectionality from feminist intersectionality
studies. DuBois Review, 10(2), 405-423.

Butler, J. (1993). Bodies that matter. On the discursive limits
of “sex”. New York/London: Routledge.
Butler, J. (1994). Against proper objects. Introduction.
differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies,
6(2+3), 1-26.
Chebout, L. N. (2011). Wo ist Intersectionality in
bundesdeutschen
Intersektionalitätsdiskursen?
Exzerpte aus dem Reisetagebuch einer Traveling
Theory. In Smykalla, S. & Vinz, D. (Eds.),
Intersektionalität zwischen Gender und Diversity.
Theorien,
Methoden
und
Politiken
der
Chancengleichheit
(pp.
46-60).
Münster:
Westfälisches Dampfboot.
Cooper, D. (2004). Challenging diversity: Rethinking
equality and the value of difference. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Davis, A. (2013). Inaugural Speech for the Angela Davis
guest professorship at Cornelia Goethe Centre at
Frankfurt
University.
http://www.cgc.uni-

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

148

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

Frankfurt.de/feminismabolition.shtml
12/13/15).

(last

accessed

Dhawan, N. & Castro Varela, M. (Eds.) (2011). Soziale
(Un)Gerechtigkeit. Kritische Perspektiven auf
Diversity, Intersektionalität und Antidiskriminierung.
Münster/Berlin: LIT Verlag.
Edelman, L. B., Fuller, S. R. & Mara-Drita, I. (2001).
Diversity
rhetoric and the managerialization of law. In American
Journal of Sociology, 106(6), 1589-1641.
Eggers, M. M., Kilomba, G., Piesche, P. & Arndt S. (Eds.).
(2005). Mythen, Masken und Subjekte. Kritische
Weißseinsforschung in Deutschland. Münster:
Unrast.
Eggers, M.M. (2010). Knowledges of (un)belonging:
Epistemic change as a defining mode for black
women’s activism in Germany. In U. Lindner, M.
Möhring, M. Stein & S. Stroh (Eds.), Hybrid cultures
- Nervous states: Britain and Germany in a
(post)colonial world (pp. 189-202). Amsterdam &
New York: Rodopi.
Engel, A. (2013). Lust auf Komplexität. Gleichstellung,
Antidiskriminierung und die Strategie des
Queerversity. Feministische Studien, 1, 39-45.
Eriksen, T. H. (2006). Diversity versus difference:
Neoliberalism in the minority-debate. In Rottenburg,
R., Schnepel, B. & Shimana, S. (Eds.), The making
and unmaking of differences. Anthropological,
sociological and philosophical perspectives (pp. 1325). Bielefeld: Transcript.
Foucault, M. (1972). The archeology of knowledge. London:
Tavistock.
Foucault, M. (1997). What is critique? In Lotringer, S.

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

149

(Ed.), The politics of truth (pp. 41-82). L.A.:
Semiotext(e).
Foucault, M. (1984). Nietzsche, history, genealogy. In
Rabinow, P. (Ed.), The Foucault reader (pp. 76–100).
New York: Pantheon Books.
Gutiérrez-Rodríguéz, E. (2011). Intersektionalität oder: Wie
nicht über Rassismus sprechen? In Hess, S., Langreiter,
N. & Timm, E. (Eds.), Intersektionalität revisited:
Empirische, theoretische und methodische Erkundungen
(pp. 77-99). Bielefeld: Transcript.
Ha, K. N. (2013). 'People of color' als Diversity-Ansatz in
der
antirassistischen
Selbstbenennungsund
Identitäts-politik.
https://heimatkunde.boell.de/2009/11/01/peoplecolor-als-diversity-ansatz-der-antirassistischenselbstbenennungs-und
Haraway, D. J. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science
question in feminism and the privilege of partial
perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3), 575-599.
Haraway, D. J. (1989). Primate visions. Gender, race, and
nature in the world of modern science. New York &
London: Routledge.
Hemmings, C. (2011). Why stories matter. The political
grammar of feminist theory. Durham/London: Duke
University Press.
Knapp, G. (2005). Intersectionality - ein neues Paradigma
feministischer Theorie? Zur transatlantischen Reise von
Race, Class, Gender. Feministische Studien, 1, 68-81.
Krell, G. (2009). Gender und Diversity: Eine ‚Vernunftehe’
–
Plädoyer für vielfältige Verbindungen. In Andresen, S.,
Koreuber, M- & Lüdke, D. (Eds.), Gender und Diversity:
Albtraum oder Traumpaar? Interdisziplinärer Dialog zur

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

150

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

“Modernisierung” von Geschlechter- und Gleichstellungspolitik (pp. 133-154). Wiesbaden: VS Verlag.
Krell, G., Riedmüller, B., Sieben, B. & Vinz, D. (2007).
Einleitung: Diversity Studies als integrierende
Forschungsrichtung. In Krell et al. (Eds.), Diversity
Studies. Grundlagen und disziplinäre Ansätze (pp. 716), Frankfurt/New York: Campus.
Marten, E. (2014). Diversity stories: Contested genealogies:
Re-writing diversity’s present at the crossroads of
German gender studies and diversity studies,
unpublished dissertation, Universität Hamburg.
Marten, E (forthcoming). Genealogies and conceptual
belonging. Zones of interference between gender and
diversity. Research in Gender and Society Series.
Research Monograph. London/New York: Routledge.
Meuser, M. (2013). Diversity Management – Anerkennung
von Vielfalt? In Pries, L. (Ed.), Zusammenhalt durch
Vielfalt? Bindungskräfte der Vergesellschaftung im
21. Jahrhundert (pp. 167-176). Wiesbaden: Springer
VS.
Oguntoye, K., Opitz, M. & Schultz, D. (Eds.) (1992). Farbe
Bekennen. Afro-deutsche Frauen auf den Spuren
ihrer Geschichte. Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer.
Purtschert, P. (2007). Diversity Management: Mehr Gewinn
durch weniger Diskriminierung? Von der Differenz
im Umgang mit Differenzen. Femina Politica, 16(1),
88-96.
Rich, A. (1985). Notes toward a politics of location. In DiazDiocaretz, M. & Zavala, I. M. (Eds.), Women,
feminist identity, and society in the 1980s: Selected
papers (pp. 7-22). Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John
Benjamins Publishing Company.

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

151

Said, E. (1983/2014). The world, the text, and the critic.
Cambridge:
Harvard
UP.
Salzbrunn,
M.
Vielfalt/Diversität. Bielefeld: Transcript.
Sieben, B. & Bornheim, N. (2011). Intersektionalität und
Diversity – Achsen der Differenz in Managementkonzepten und Managementforschung. In Smykalla,
S. & Vinz, D. (Eds.), Intersektionalität zwischen
Gender und Diversity. Theorien, Methoden und
Politiken der Chancengleichheit (pp. 93-110).
Münster: Westfälisches Dampfboot.
Smykalla, S. & Vinz, D. (2011). Einleitung. Geschlechterforschung und Gleichstellungspolitiken vor neuen
theoretischen,
methodologischen
und
politischen
Herausforderungen. In Ibid. (Eds.), Intersektionalität
zwischen Gender und Diversity. Theorien, Methoden und
Politiken der Chancengleichheit (pp. 9-19). Münster:
Westfälisches Dampfboot.
Thompson, V. E. & Zablotsky, V. (2016). Rethinking
Diversity in Academic Institutions – For a
Repoliticization of Difference as a Matter of Social
Justice. Wagadu. A Journal of Transnational
Women’s and Gender Studies, 16, 76-94.
Vinz, D. & Schiederig, K. (2010). Gender und Diversity:
Vielfalt verstehen und gestalten. In Massing, P. (Ed.),
Gender und Diversity. Vielfalt verstehen und
gestalten
(pp.
13-44).
Schwalbach/Ts.:
Wochenschau-Verlag.
Walgenbach, K. (2012). Intersektionalität – Eine Einführung.
http://portalintersektionalitaet.de/theoriebildung/schluesseltexte/
walgenbach-einfuehrung/
Walgenbach,
Katharina
Intersektionalität

(2014).
Heterogenität
–
–
Diversity
in
der

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

152

Wagadu Volume 16 Special Issue 2016

Erziehungswissenschaft. Opladen/Toronto: Barbara
Budrich.
Wetterer, A. (2002). Strategien rhetorischer Modernisierung.
Gender Mainstreaming, Managing Diversity und die
Professionalisierung der Gender Expertinnen. In
Zeitschrift
für
Frauenforschung
und
Geschlechterstudien, 20(3), 129-148.
White, H. (1981). The value of narrativity in the
representation of reality. In Mitchell, W.J.T. (Ed.),
On narrative (pp. 1-23). Chicago & London:
University of Chicago Press.

© Wagadu (2016) ISSN: 1545-6196

